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UNEMPLOYMENT 
-THE  TORY  AND 
LABOUR  WAY 


WHAT  IS  THE  COMMUNIST 
ALTERNATIVE  POLICY  ? 


BOTH  the  Conservative  and  Labour 
Parties  are  using  the  slogan  of  “  full 
employment  ”  as  a  major  issue  for  the 
forthcoming  General  Election. 

The  Labour  Party  points  with  pride  to 
its  achievement  in  this  field  since  its 
coming  to  power  at  the  end  of  the  war. 
“  Ninety-eight  per  cent,  of  the  insured 
population  has  been  at  work.”  ( Labour 
Believes  in  Britain.) 

The  Conservative  Party  maintains  in 
opposition  to  this  view,  that  during  the 


inter-war  years,  unemployment  reached 
its  highest  peak  under  the  rule  of  the 
Labour  Government  from  1929-31.  From 
when  they,  the  Tories,  took  over  in  the 
National  Government  with  a  Tory  majority, 
unemployment  fell  steadily  until  the  out¬ 
break  of  the  Second  World  War. 

The  Communist  Party  does  not  believe 
that  the  policies  of  the  Conservative  and 
Labour  Parties  can  guarantee  full  employ¬ 
ment,  nor  does  it  believe  that  these 
policies  are  even  aimed  at  full  employment. 


What  do  the  Tories  claim? 


THE  inter-war  figures  for  unemployment 
were  : 


1921  ..  1,800,000)  T,  ,  ^ 

1922  ..  1,300,000  Lloyd  George 

1923  ..  1, 150, 000  Coalltlon 

1924  .  .  1,000,000  Conservative  Majority 

1925  .  .  1,250,000  Labour  Government 


1926  . 

.  1,600,000 

1927  . 

.  1,000,000 

1928  . 

.  1,200,000 

1929  . 

.  1,100,000 

1930  . 

.  1,600,000 

1931  . 

.  2,600,000 

1932  . 

.  2,700,000 

1933  . 

.  2,800,000 

1934  . 

.  2,200,000 

1935  . 

.  1,900,000 

1936  . 

.  1,600,000 

1937  . 

.  1,400,000 

1938  . 

.  1,600,000 

1939  . 

.  1,200,000 

followed  by  Tory 

Conservative 

Government 

Labour 

Government 


Conservative 

Government 


On  the  basis  of  these  figures  the  Tories 
claim  that  their  policy  directly  decreased 
the  unemployment  in  this  country  from 
1932-39.  That  they  were  in  power  during 
this  period  cannot  be  disputed.  We 
should  note,  however,  two  points  : 


(a)  Throughout  this  same  period  there  was  a 
continuous  high  level  of  unemployment 
averaging  between  10  per  cent,  and  11 
per  cent.  It  never  fell  below  this  figure. 

(b)  In  claiming  credit  for  the  decrease  in 

the  number  of  unemployed  between 
1932-39,  the  Tories  are  claiming  credit 
for  something  over  which  they  had  no 
control,  viz.,  the  recovery  after  the  1931 
slump.  During  the  same  period,  the 
percentage  of  unemployment  for  the 
world,  excluding  the  U.S.S.R.,  fell 
from  28.6%  in  1932  to  11  .2%  in  1939. 
The  percentage  fall  in  Great  Britain 
was  from  22.1%  to  10.3%.  ( Year 

Book  of  Labour  Statistics,  1941.) 

It  can  be  seen  therefore  that  the  Tories’ 
“  recovery  ”  reflects  no  more  than  the 
world  recovery  in  the  same  period.  Their 
policy  was  in  no  way  responsible  for  the 
decrease  in  unemployment.  It  was,  how¬ 
ever,  responsible  for  the  fact  that  the 
percentage  unemployment  in  this  country 
never  fell  below  10%  per  cent.,  i.e., 
1,000,000  approximately.  This  is  the 
important  point. 

The  Tories  want  a  reserve  of  Labour  in 
the  neighbourhood  of  1,000,000.  Insofar 


as  any  organisation  agitating  for  higher 
wages  can  be  replaced  from  the  reserve, 
this  has  the  effect  of  lowering  wages ; 
insofar  as  the  unemployed  constitute  a 
threat  to  the  jobs  of  the  employed,  this 
has  the  effect  of  dividing  and  thus  weaken¬ 
ing  the  working  class  in  their  struggle  for 
better  living  conditions ;  insofar  as  the 
unemployed  constitute  an  alternative 
source  of  cheap  labour,  this  has  the  effect 
of  weakening  the  bargaining  power  of  the 
Trade  Unions. 

Thus  such  a  reserve  of  labour  creates 
the  conditions  necessary  for  an  attack  on 
workers’  living  standards  in  the  interests 
of  the  capitalist  class,  and  the  maintenance 
of  their  rate  of  profit  in  the  competitive 
market. 

The  Tories  may  say  that  they  do  not 
want  unemployment,  but  actions  speak 
louder  than  words,  and  the  facts  are,  that 
in  the  past  they  have  always  maintained 
a  reserve  of  labour  which  has  increased  as 
the  crises  of  capitalism  have  intensified. 

But  even  in  their  words  the  capitalists 
do  not  deny  that  this  is  what  they  want. 
Mr.  J.  J.  Gracie,  of  General  Electric, 
stated  at  Birmingham  on  September  29th 
this  year  :  “If  the  unemployment  total 
were  raised  to  4%  (i.e.,  1,000,000  approxi¬ 


mately),  it  would  enormously  ease  the 
industrialists’  task  in  increasing  produc¬ 
tion.” 

“4%  would  enable  manufacturers  to 
call  on  a  float  of  workers  and  would  help 
to  improve  discipline  in  the  factories.” 

On  November  11th,  1949,  Lord 

McGowan,  head  of  I.C.I.,  spoke  at 
Birmingham.  “  There  have  been  dis¬ 
missals  of  redundant  workers  in  ship¬ 
building  and  repairing,  where  high  labour 
costs  have  led  to  a  serious  reduction  in 
orders  ....  So  far  these  instances  have 
been  scattered  and  not  numerous.  It  is  my 
belief  that  this  movement  must  spread  more 
widely .” 

Mr.  Eric  Johnston,  U.S.  film  chief, 
spoke  on  November  8th,  1949  :  “  In  Italy 
there  are  hundreds  of  thousands  on  pay 
rolls,  in  excess  of  the  numbers  actually 
needed.”  This  was  said  when  there  were 
over  tivo  million  unemployed  in  Italy. 

When  the  Tories,  representing  the 
interests  of  the  capitalist  class,  speak  of 
“  solving  the  unemployment  problem  ” 
this  is  what  they  mean,  a  constant  reserve 
of  unemployed  to  enable  industry  to  run 
“  efficiently  ”  (i.e.,  at  high  profit  rates), 
and  to  reduce  to  a  minimum  “  labour 
troubles.” 


What  do  the  Labour  leaders  claim  ? 


NINETY  eight  per  cent,  of  the 
insured  population  has  been  em¬ 
ployed  since  the  Labour  Government  was 
returned  to  power.”  On  this  the  Labour 
leaders  stake  their  claim  for  a  return  at 
the  next  General  Election.  We  consider 
that  this  claim  is  no  more  justifiable  than 
that  of  the  Tories. 

No  official  figures  are  available  for 
unemployment  pre  the  first  world  war. 
But  expressed  as  a  percentage  based  on 
the  Trade  Union  returns  (Nineteenth 
Abstract  of  Labour  Statistics),  we  have 
the  following  estimates  : 

1918  ..  0.8%  unemployed 

1919  ..  2.4% 

1920  ..  2.4% 

1921  .  .  14.8%  „  or  officially 

1,800,000. 

Thus,  in  the  immediate  post-war  years, 
unemployment  was  very  low,  mainly  of 
course,  because  of  the  post-war  recon¬ 
struction  boom  which  followed  the  end 
of  the  war.  This  boom  collapsed  in 
1920.  In  autumn  of  that  year,  the  figure 
for  unemployment  was  250,000.  By 
December  it  had  jumped  to  700,000  and 
was  1,500,000  by  June  of  1921. 

The  Labour  Government  took  office  at 
the  end  of  the  Second  World  War.  The 
post-war  reconstruction  boom  followed  as 
after  the  last  war.  Employment  would 
have  been  high  during  this  period  no 


matter  what  party  had  been  returned  to 
power  in  1945. 

Add  to  this  the  fact  that  there  are  746,000 
in  the  armed  forces,  474,000  employed  in 
maintaining  and  supplying  the  armed 
forces,  323,300  unemployed  (total  of 
1,543,300),  and  it  can  be  seen  easily  that 
as  yet,  the  Labour  Government  has  had  no 
unemployment  problem  to  solve. 

The  policy  of  the  Labour  Party  in  rela¬ 
tion  to  the  problem  of  unemployment  has 
had  nothing  at  all  to  do  zvith  the  high  level 
of  employment  maintained  since  the  end  of 
the  war.  The  conditions  which  have 
created  this  high  level  of  employment, 
viz.,  the  post-war  reconstruction  boom 
and  the  maintenance  of  a  large  armed  force, 
are  independent  of  the  Labour  Party’s 
employment  policy.  The  Tory  Party 
would  have  had  the  same  conditions  to 
work  under  and  they  would  have  had 
similar  results  in  employment. 

For  the  Labour  Party  to  claim  credit 
for  this  post-war  achievement  is  as  ridicu¬ 
lous  as  the  Tory’s  claim  that  they  were 
directly  responsible  for  the  decrease  in 
unemployment  from  1932-39. 

Both  parties  are  claiming  credit  for 
what  is  the  normal  capitalist  cycle  of 
boom  and  slump.  It  is  the  capitalist 
mode  of  production  itself  which  has 
“  achieved  ”  the  decrease  in  unemploy- 
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ment  from  1932-1939  and  the  high  level 
of  post-war  employment. 

To  claim  credit  for  this  is  no  more  than 
to  claim  credit  for  maintaining  the  capi¬ 
talist  system. 

It  is  true  that  unemployment  decreased 
from  1932-39.  It  is  false  that  the  Tories 
were  in  any  way  responsible  for  this 
decrease. 


It  is  true  that  a  high  level  of  employ¬ 
ment  has  been  maintained  since  the  end 
of  the  war.  It  is  false  that  the  Labour 
Party  is  in  any  way  responsible  for  this. 

These  claims  both  arise  solely  from  the 
conditions  of  capitalist  production  which, 
insofar  as  they  have  been  left  unaltered 
by  both  parties,  give  rise  to  the  trends  for 
which  both  claim  credit. 


On  what  are  their  policies  based? 


A. — In  May,  1944,  a  Government  White 
Paper  on  Employment  Policy  was  pub¬ 
lished  by  the  Coalition  Government. 

It  stated  that  “it  is  expenditure  on 
private  investment  which  is  the  most 
usual  and  potent  cause  of  instability  in 
total  expenditure  and  consequently  in 
employment  ”  (p.  14). 

That  is  to  say  that  economic  crises  arise 
from  the  capitalist  mode  of  production 
for  profit.  We  can  agree  to  this  ! 

But  what  are  the  remedies  proposed  in 
the  paper  ? 

(a)  When  private  investment  falls  off,  the 
State  shall,  through  the  Local  Authori¬ 
ties,  increase  the  volume  of  public 
expenditure. 

( b )  The  expenditure  of  the  employed 
{note,  not  the  unemployed),  shall  be 
increased  by  reducing  their  social 
insurance  contributions. 

BUT,  “  a  large  part  of  public  expendi¬ 
ture — for  example  on  housing,  schools 
and  hospitals,  etc.— cannot  readily  be 
postponed  to  serve  the  purposes  of  em¬ 
ployment  policy.” 

Thus,  the  extra  expenditure  undertaken 
by  the  Local  Authorities  in  a  depression 
would  exclude  that  on  houses,  schools, 
hospitals,  etc.  The  Economist  has  calcu¬ 
lated  that  in  1938,  with  1,700,000  unem¬ 
ployed,  an  additional  £250,000,000  to 
£350,000,000  would  have  had  to  be  spent  to 
create  full  employment.  How  could  Local 
Authorities  spend  this  sum  if  the  expenditure 
on  houses,  schools,  etc.,  was  excluded! 

The  second  proposal  would  yield,  it  is 
estimated,  approximately  £87,000,000  a 
year  with  2,000,000  unemployed. 

It  is  obvious  therefore  that  these  two 
proposals  are  hopelessly  inadequate. 

And  it  must  be  remembered  that  the 
White  Paper  does  not  propose  to  increase 
expenditure  up  to  the  point  that  the  greater 
part  of  the  unemployed  is  absorbed. 

The  White  Paper  envisages  unemploy¬ 
ment  fluctuating  between  5  per  cent,  and 
12  per  cent — the  latter  being  over  the  two 
million  mark.  (Appendix.) 

This  is  the  policy  of  our  “  enlightened 
capitalists  ”  who  fear  the  dangers  of  a 
slump,  but  (a)  are  opposed  to  an  extension 
of  State  control;  and  ( b )  are  not  averse 


to  a  certain  reserve  of  labour  which  will 
help  to  keep  wages  down. 

This  is  the  policy  of  the  Tories.  This 
is  the  reality  behind  their  fine  promises  to 
solve  the  problem  of  unemployment. 

B. — In  Labour  Believes  in  Britain,  four 
remedies  are  put  forward  to  solve  the 
unemployment  problem  : 

(a)  Purchasing  power  is  to  be  maintained 
and  financed  by  a  Budget  deficit. 

( b )  Private  enterprise  is  to  be  stimulated. 

( c )  Investment  by  the  nationalised  indus¬ 
tries  is  to  be  stimulated. 

(d)  Special  measures  are  to  be  taken  in  the 
old,  depressed  areas. 

In  short,  Government  expenditure  can 
prevent  unemployment. 

This  is  the  assumption  upon  'which  the 
policy  is  based. 

The  assumption  is  not  challenged.  What 
is  challenged  is  the  manner  in  which  the 
expenditure  is  to  be  used. 

In  the  1930’s,  the  Roosevelt  “  New 
Deal  ”  was  launched.  Roosevelt  attempt¬ 
ed,  by  creating  through  the  Government 
additional  purchasing  power,  to  change  the 
slump  into  a  boom.  But  he  failed.  The 
percentage  unemployment  in  the  United 
States  fell  from  24.9  %in  1932  to  16.7% 
in  1939,  but  this  was  less  than  the  fall  in 
the  world  level  of  unemployment.  (28/6% 
to  11.2%.) 

The  New  Deal  failed  because  business 
did  not  see  sufficient  profit-making  oppor¬ 
tunities  to  justify  its  engaging  in  a  great 
re-equipment  programme  on  its  own 
account. 

So  that,  when  in  the  Labour  Programme 
is  written  “  in  the  last  resort,  private 
investors  cannot  be  compelled  to  invest  if 
they  are  determined  not  to  do  so,”  the 
whole  game  is  given  away. 

If  it  is  impossible  to  induce  private 
enterprise  to  maintain  the  rate  of  invest¬ 
ment — and  this  cannot  be  done  for  much 
longer — then  the  idea  that  full  employment 
can  be  guaranteed  on  the  basis  of  80  per 
cent,  private  and  20  per  cent.  State 
industry,  is  seen  to  be  an  illusion. 

It  is  in  order  to  maintain  these  “  incen¬ 
tives  ”  to  private  investors  to  maintain 
their  rate  of  investment  that  the  workers 


have  suffered  wage-freezing  and  devalua¬ 
tion. 

It  is  for  the  same  end  that  profits  have 
been  allowed  to  soar  from  23  per  cent,  of 
the  home-produced  national  income  in 
1938,  to  29  per  cent,  in  1948;  that  165,000 
people  at  the  top  level  of  income  are 
getting  eight  to  forty  times  as  much  as 
those  at  the  bottom. 

When  therefore,  it  is  seen  that  the  policy 
of  the  Labour  Party  is  to  organise  our 
economy  so  as  to  guarantee  a  high  rate  of 
investment,  it  will  be  seen  also  that  this 
policy  results  not  in  the  Socialist  sector 
of  industry  controlling  the  capitalist  sector 
in  the  interests  of  the  oeople,  but  in  the 
Socialist  sector  of  industry  being  run  in 
order  to  provide  “  incentives  ”  to  the 
capitalist  class  to  invest.  In  short,  the 
capitalist  sector  controls  the  socialist  sector. 
And  as  full  employment  is  dependent 

What  is  the  policy  of 

“  rT,HERE  is  only  one  way  to  solve  the 
-L  present  crisis  and  the  developing 
slump — to  abolish  capitalism  and  proceed 
to  the  building  of  a  Socialist  Society. 

But  a  Marxist  Party,  aiming  to  give 
concrete  political  leadership,  cannot  confine 
itself  to  explaining  the  necessity  of  the 
conquest  of  power  by  the  working  class — 
it  must  advance  a  programme  of  immediate 
demands  around  which  the  masses  can  be 
won  for  struggle  now,  and  in  the  course  of 
that  struggle  learn  both  from  their  own 
experience  and  our  explanations,  of  the 
further  stage  in  the  fight  which  is  neces¬ 
sary.”  (Communist  Policy  to  Meet  the 
Crisis.) 

We  must  struggle  against  the  capitalists’ 
solution  to  the  crisis,  i.e.,  to  place  the  burden 
of  the  crisis  on  the  workers’  shoulders. 
We  must  struggle  for  the  socialist  solution 
to  the  crisis,  i.e.,  to  place  the  burden  of  the 
crisis  on  the  capitalists’  shoulders. 

How  ?  We  must  fight  for,  organise  the 
struggle  around  : 

{a)  The  raising  of  wages  and  increasing 
the  social  services,  thus  increasing  the 
purchasing  power  of  the  workers. 

(b)  The  development  of  trade  with  the 
Soviet  Union,  Eastern  Europe  and  the 
New  China,  thus  to  alleviate  our 
“  balance  of  payments  ”  problem. 

(c)  The  ending  of  military  expenditure, 
thus  contributing  to  the  solution  of  the 
balance  of  payments  and  also  raising 
the  workers’  living  standards. 


upon  the  absolute  control  over  the  eco¬ 
nomy  of  the  country,  it  follows  that  the 
Labour  Government’s  policy  is  based 
upon  a  myth. 

We  are  as  yet,  as  we  have  always  been, 
controlled  by  the  capitalist  class  in  this 
country,  working  in  their  interests.  With 
their  rule  goes  hand  in  hand  the  vicious 
and  ever-widening  spiral  of  boom,  slump, 
boom,  slump. 

And  with  slump,  comes  unemployment. 

The  Labour  Government’s  employment 
policy  springs  from  the  theory  that  it  is 
possible  to  leave  the  greater  part  of 
industry  and  services  of  the  country  in 
the  hands  of  private  persons,  and  yet  to 
reap  the  benefits  of  Socialism.  Now  we 
know  what  this  means  in  practice. 

For  these  reasons,  therefore,  we  do  not 
believe  that  the  Labour  Party’s  full 
employment  policy  will  succeed. 

the  Communist  Party? 

( d )  The  taking  over,  in  a  new  form  of 
nationalisation,  those  essential  indus¬ 
tries  whose  owners  and  directors  are 
likely  to  panic  and  thus  intensify  the 
crisis. 

To  fight  around  this  policy,  to  organise 
the  struggle  around  this  policy,  is  to 
fight  in  the  interests  of  the  masses  of  the 
people  in  this  country.  It  constitutes  a 
real  attack  upon  the  capitalist  class  in 
Britain.  Hence,  of  course,  one  of  the 
reasons  for  their  slander  campaign  levelled 
against  the  Communist  Party. 

No  other  policy  advanced  at  the  forth¬ 
coming  General  Election  can  make  this 
claim.  No  other  party  in  the  country 
can  be  said  truly  to  reflect  and  fight  for 
the  real  interests  of  the  masses  of  the 
people  against  the  interests  of  the  capital¬ 
ists  represented  by  the  Tories. 

We  can  claim,  therefore,  correctly,  that 
our  policy  offers  the  only  real  alternative 
to  economic  crisis  and  slump  with  unem¬ 
ployment,  subjection  to  America,  and  a 
new  world  war. 
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